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 Independent cinema has been an aspect of the American film industry since the inception of the 
art form itself. The aspects and perceptions of independent film have altered drastically over the years, but 
in general it can be used to describe American films produced and distributed outside of the Hollywood 
major studio system. But as American film history has revealed time and time again, independent studios 
always struggle to maintain their freedom from the Hollywood industrial complex. American independent 
cinema has been heavily integrated with major Hollywood studios who have attempted to tap into the 
niche markets present in filmgoers searching for theatrical experiences outside of the mainstream. From 
this, we can say that the American independent film industry has a long history of co-optation, 
acquisition, and the stifling of competition from the major film studios present in Hollywood, all of whom 
pose a threat to the autonomy that is sought after in these markets by filmmakers and film audiences. 
To begin, an excellent example of how the major studio system can co-opt and transition 
independent studios into the corporate structure found in Hollywood is United Artists. United Artists was 
an independent film distribution company created in 1919 by Hollywood legends Charlie Chaplin, Mary 
Pickford, Douglas Fairbanks, and D.W. Griffith. The creation of the company was meant to utilize their 
creative talents and sell their film products outside of the major Hollywood studio system, free from the 
harsh oversight that usually accompanies major studio pictures. At first, United Artist was a successful 
and profitable company, but after a downturn in financial and critical success in the 1940s, the two 
remaining owners of United Artists, Chaplin and Pickford, decided to hand off managerial duties to other 
executives. After some successful pictures brought prestige back to the company in the  early 1950s (The 
African Queen and High Noon, among others) the company went public in 1957 and was bought out in 
1967 by Transamerica Corporation (Balio xvii). This was the first instance of co-optation for United 
Artists, and just after almost fifty years of uninterrupted independence from major studio oversight, things 
were changing. In 1981, United Artists was sold to Tracinda Corporations who merged the company with 
another one of their studio assets, MGM Entertainment. Then, in 1985, Turner Broadcasting Systems 
purchased the MGM/United Artists merged company before selling the now separated United Artists to 
one of United Artists’ largest stockholders, Kirk Kerkorian, who then shopped the company around 
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 before finally finding an Italian financier, Giancarlo Parretti, who used his company Pathe 
Communications Corp. to purchase United Artists for $1.3 billion dollars. In less than a year, however, 
Parretti defaulted on the credit he was given to make the purchase, and so the French credit company 
Credit Lyonnais foreclosed on United Artists and took it into its possession. After Credit Lyonnais 
attempted to kick start United Artist back into industry recognition, Tracinda bought United Artists back 
and merged it once again with their MGM subsidiary (Metro-Goldwyn-Mayer Inc. History). 
This storied past of acquisitions, co-optations, and repurchases is all that is left of United Artists. 
After some additional purchases by Comcast/Sony, United Artists is a company that is used solely for its 
licensing rights to produce sequels to respected franchises (the Rocky Balboa and James Bond movie 
series, for example). Their last film produced in-house to date is 2010’s Hot Tub Time Machine (Steve 
Pink), which made a box office gross of $64 million on a budget of $36 million (“Hot Tub Time Machine 
(2010)”). United Artists was an independent film company which spent just under one hundred years in 
the Hollywood film industry, and its history is clear evidence to Hollywood’s structure of not allowing for 
film companies outside of the major studios to remain independent for long. If you give it enough time, 
even an independent film company like United Artists, which saw decades of financial and critical 
success, could not escape the co-optation machine present in 
Hollywood. 
Outside of  United Artists, though, independent cinema saw a 
massive surge in success and popularity in America in the late 1980s 
leading to a massive boom in independent cinema in the 1990s, the 
remnants of which can still be felt in the modern day film industry. By 
simply looking at the films released during this time period, we can see 
that in 1993, 450 new films were theatrically released in America. 156 
films were from the six major studios, and 275 were from independents 
(Kleinhans 94). This was the sign of a massive shift in American film, 
where independent features were outnumbering the output from the 
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 major studios almost two to one. Films like Pulp Fiction (Quentin Tarantino, 1994), produced by 
Miramax and telling a story in a non-linear fashion, as well as The Blair Witch Project (Daniel Myrick & 
Eduardo Sánchez, 1999), filmed on an initial budget of less than $200 and grossing over $250 million, are 
both examples of films that spearheaded the indie film scene and drew in more audiences. But from the 
terms independent and indie, it is important that a clear distinction is made as to what the definition for 
that word means. 
According to Perren in her book, 
Indie Inc., independent cinema is a term to define films that are produced 
and released outside of the major Hollywood studio system, while indie 
films are produced by production companies that are subsections of a 
major studio, and are tasked with serving the niche film markets with the 
economic backing of major Hollywood 
Studios (7-10). Geoff King, a professor of 
film studies at Brunel University,  has 
named this system of indie films produced by major studios as “Indiewood, 
USA,” which he describes in his book of the same name as “the place where 
Hollywood meets independent cinema” (2). So the question that needs to be 
asked is: ‘why is there a market for films that are noticeably cheaper and of a 
lower production value than what can be provided in mainstream Hollywood 
filmmaking?’ 
In his book, King talks about how the approach of selling a film to a niche market creates an 
implication that the product itself (the film) is inherently opposed to the mainstream and of higher quality 
since it is tailor-made for a higher class of cultural consumption. From this, consumers (audience 
members) are more willing to spend higher amounts for access to this specialty film than they would on a 
mainstream one (12). This is not an aspect of consumption that is unique to film, as King continues to 
point out that the desire to consume products distinct from the American business ethic has always been a 
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 falsehood in American society. The rise of a bohemian counterculture in the 1960s resulted in business 
owners simply incorporating aspects of this movement into their products. King argues that this is 
analogous to indie film production beginning in the 1990s, which catered to a demographic searching for 
something that opposed the mainstream film outputs from major studios (15). 
This distinction between true independent cinema alongside major studio-run subsidiaries that 
cater to the indie market is lessened even more when the Independent Spirit Awards are examined, where 
a film’s only requirement to be authentically independent, and therefore considered for awards, is that the 
film is made within ‘an economy of means.’ In 2006, this rule was changed and replaced with a budgetary 
cap on film production to be less than $20 million in order to be eligible, allowing for many of the major 
studio subsidiaries to submit a large number of their yearly catalogue alongside films produced entirely 
outside of the Hollywood major studio system (King 11). 
There is also a clear separation between the origins of independent cinema compared to modern 
‘Indiewood’ that bleeds over into marketing as well, where independent films from the late 1980s and 
early 1990s were almost entirely marketed directly to the niche audiences that the content of the film 
would appeal to. These strategies were often low cost, long term strategies that required large amounts of 
creativity and originality to create a distinction against the mainstream films produced by the major 
picture studios. By the late 90s, though, the strategies of marketing for the films produced by ‘Indiewood’ 
were often very similar to the strategies seen in marketing mainstream big budget features, since the 
studios were hoping to cater their indie films to not only the niche markets but also a small crossover of 
mainstream audiences who sometimes couldn’t tell the difference between the indie aesthetic and the 
mainstream counterpoint (King 13). 
From this desire for businesses and corporations to include themselves in growing markets, we 
can see many examples of major studios attempting to take a slice of the pie when it came to independent 
film markets. One such example of this is Miramax, which grew out of the 1980s as one of the most 
successful independent distribution companies with their thriving model of distributing low budget films 
through successful marketing plans, giving them the opportunity to receive high percentage profits. One 
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 such example is when Harvey Weinstein recut the Mexican film Como Agua para Chocolate (Alfonso 
Arau, 1992) for American release and raked in $21.6 million at the box office, setting a new record for a 
foreign release. By 1993, Michael Eisner, CEO of the Walt Disney Company, purchased Miramax in an 
attempt to diversify Disney’s assets and use the massive capital that Disney possessed to dominate the 
independent cinema scene. The increased capital Miramax received allowed for them to completely 
obliterate competitors in any bidding wars over the rights for new independent films to be released 
(Kleinhans 95). Although, just a few short years later, according to King in Indiewood, U.S.A., the 
Weinstein brothers who had founded and operated Miramax since its inception decided to leave the 
company after the oversight from Disney became too much, and so they left the Weinstein Company in 
the hands of the Disney Corporation (6). This is another example of how the corporations within 
Hollywood have continuously co-opted independent film companies before changing the very aspects that 
made them so successful in the independent scene. 
The influx of corporate Hollywood interests into the independent film scene was not only in the 
role of company acquisitions but also in their presence within the independent community itself. 
According to Pierson in his book, Spike, Mike, Slackers, and Dykes, the independent film scene was 
growing rapidly in the late 1980s and early 1990s with only sixty submissions to the Sundance Film 
Festival in 1987 and somewhere between 300-400 submissions in 1992. Pierson explains how, in those 
years, he saw a large influx of studio executives, lawyers, and agents filling the festival in search of talent 
and films which they could co-opt (224). There is a strong co-optation of talent, as well as companies, 
where actors and filmmakers who get their start in the independent scene are often sought after to be 
brought into the major studio systems to produce high quality and highly profitable films for the studios 
in Hollywood. This was seen at the 1989 Sundance Film Festival when Steven Soderbergh premiered his 
film Sex, Lies, and Videotape (1989) which led to highly publicized offers from various major studios for 
Soderbergh to produce films for them (205). Soderbergh declined the offers but eventually relented with 
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 his acceptance into the major studio fold with the 2001 film Ocean’s 11, which saw Soderbergh utilize his 
cinematic mindset from indie cinema to create a box office smash. 
Independent studios do not have a large supply of capital to compensate for consistent loss in the 
market. This is exemplified in Geoff King’s book, Indie 2.0, which describes how the Wall Street crash of 
1987 and the 2008 global financial recession were each followed by years of independent studios falling 
into bankruptcy with an inability to find investors willing to take financial risks in a waning market (6). 
Many independent studios’ ability to stay afloat financially is due to the consistent line of funding from 
small-time investors mixed with the reliable output of films that can bring in profits. When the line of 
funding is cut, even for a short period of time, the studio does not 
have the finances to survive and will usually turn to announcing 
bankruptcy or searching for major studios who are willing to 
purchase them as an additional subsidiary in their catalogue of 
niche-market-providing infrastructure.  
In the late 2000s, there was a perceived crisis within the 
independent cinema sector as well as ‘Indiewood’ itself. Warner 
Bros. shut down it’s specialty division, Warner Independent 
Pictures, as well as their other subsidiary, New Line Cinema, and 
their subsequent indie-producing Picturehouse wing. A few years 
before that, The Walt Disney Company decided to sell the one-
time indie cinema mammoth Miramax after the Weinstein brothers left following disagreements between 
the brothers and the controlling Disney executives who owned them. According to King in his book, Indie 
2.0, these closures were seen as positives by many in the independant cinema sector, who saw these 
subsidiaries as the major studios co-opting the authenticity and freedom of true independent filmmaking 
(8). 
An individual who exemplifies this distaste for mainstream Hollywood films is Shelly Ortner, 
who wrote in her article Against Hollywood that films produced within the Hollywood sector are designed 
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 to be as mass appealing as possible in order to pander to audiences and increase ticket sales. Ortner argues 
that true independent cinema is thought provoking art that is willing to show the harsh realities of the 
human condition and ask tough questions of audiences that are based in politics, religion, ideology, and so 
much more. According to Ortner, the provocative nature of films like Sex, Lies, and Videotape, or the 
untraditional presentation of films like Pulp Fiction or The Blair Witch Project, are in stark contrast to 
Hot Tub Time Machine’s (a film produced by the last remnants of a co-opted independent film company) 
desire for mainstream appeal. It is this distinction which draws in the niche markets looking for an 
alternative from the mainstream, but when the major studios are creating subsidiaries that cater to this 
market (such as Disney owning Miramax, which produced Pulp Fiction), are audiences still allowed to 
refer to that as independent? 
So the question looking forward is: will this co-optation continue in the American film 
environment or will a new shift in how films are made allow for companies to remain independent from 
the Hollywood studios? Nico Meißner, a lecturer from the Griffith Film School argues in his essay on 
independent cinema that the new age of digital distribution is the key to maintaining autonomy separate 
from the Hollywood studio system, mainly through fan made films such as The Hunt for Gollum (Chris 
Bouchard, 2009) (3). With the ability to film on incredibly cheap 
equipment and then distribute that film for free on platforms that 
cater to billions of interacting users, the new age of independent 
distribution may be on the horizon as well as the ability for 
independent film companies to exist separate from ever-expansive 
subsidiaries acquisitions and repurchases that exist within 
Hollywood corporations. 
 
 
 
 
7
Macciomei: Co-optation of the American Dream
Published by ScholarWorks@GVSU, 2019
  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Works Cited 
Balio, Tino. “United Artists: The Company Built by the Stars, 1919-1950”, University of Wisconsin 
Press,  
2009. ProQuest Ebook Central, 
https://ebookcentral.proquest.com/lib/gvsu/detail.action?docID=3444844. 
Bouchard, Chris, director. The Hunt for Gollum. Independent Online Cinema, 2009. 
“Hot Tub Time Machine (2010).” Box Office Mojo,  
www.boxofficemojo.com/movies/?id=hottubtimemachine.htm. 
Kleinhans, Chuck. American Cinema of the 1990s: Themes and Variations. Rutgers University Press, 
2008. 
King, Geoff. Indiewood, USA: Where Hollywood Meets Independent Cinema. I.B. Tauris, 2009. 
King, Geoff. Indie 2.0: Change and Continuity in Contemporary American Indie Film. I.B. Tauris, 2014. 
Meißner, Nico. “Opinion Leaders as Intermediaries in Audience Building for Independent Films in the  
Internet Age.” Convergence, 2015, journals.sagepub.com/doi/abs/10.1177/1354856514546095. 
“Metro-Goldwyn-Mayer Inc. History.” FundingUniverse,  
www.fundinguniverse.com/company-histories/metro-goldwyn-mayer-inc-history/. 
8
Cinesthesia, Vol. 10, Iss. 1 [2019], Art. 3
https://scholarworks.gvsu.edu/cine/vol10/iss1/3
 Ortner, Sherry B. “Against Hollywood.” HAU: Journal of Ethnographic Theory, vol. 2, no. 2, 2012, pp.  
1–21., doi:10.14318/hau2.2.002. 
Perren, Alisa. Indie, Inc : Miramax and the Transformation of Hollywood in The 1990s, University of  
Texas Press, 2012. ProQuest Ebook Central,  
https://ebookcentral.proquest.com/lib/gvsu/detail.action?docID=3443592. 
Pierson, John, and Kevin Smith. Spike, Mike, Slackers & Dykes: a Guided Tour across a Decade of  
American Independent Cinema. 1st ed., John Pierson, 1996. 
Pink, Steve, director. Hot Tub Time Machine. MGM Distribution Company, 2011. 
Sánchez, Eduardo and Daniel Myrick, directors. The Blair Witch Project. Artisan Entertainment, 1999. 
Soderbergh, Steven, director. Sex, Lies, and Videotape. Miramax, 1989 
Tarantino, Quentin, and Lawrence Bender. Pulp Fiction. Miramax, 1995. 
 
 
9
Macciomei: Co-optation of the American Dream
Published by ScholarWorks@GVSU, 2019
